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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Formerly a resident locally the length of the state, excluding higher mountains. A
widespread winter migrant, found primarily in the Central Valley, in the western Sierra Nevada 
foothills, and along the coastline. An uncommon winter migrant in southern California,
including the Channel Islands (Garrett and Dunn 1981). Usually found in open areas with
few trees, such as annual and perennial grasslands, prairies, dunes, meadows, irrigated
lands, and saline and fresh emergent wetlands. Occasionally still breeds in northern
California (McCaskie et al. 1988). Breeding range includes coastal areas in Del Norte
and Humboldt counties, the San Francisco Bay Delta, northeastern Modoc plateau, the
east side of the Sierra from Lake Tahoe south to Inyo county, and the San Joaquin valley. 
Numbers have declined over most of the range in recent decades because of destruction
and fragmentation of grassland and wetland habitats, and grazing (Remsen 1978).
Increased levels of predation on this ground nester may also contribute to its decline
(Holt and Leasure 1993). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Feeds primarily on voles and other small mammals (Bent 1938, Earhart and
Johnson 1970). Birds are an important food source in coastal wintering areas, and in nesting
season. Also eats reptiles, amphibians, and arthropods. Frequently searches in low, gliding
flight 1-6 m (3.3 to 20 ft) above the ground; swoops and pounces; also hunts from a perch.
Commonly found in treeless areas using fence posts and small mounds as perches. 

Cover: Requires dense vegetation; tall grasses, brush, ditches, and wetlands are used for
resting and roosting cover (Grinnell and Miller 1944). 

Reproduction: Nests on dry ground in a depression concealed in vegetation, and lined
with grasses, forbs, sticks, and feathers; occasionally nests in a burrow. One record nest
recorded on bare soil with no nest material (Holt 1992). 

Water: Has been observed drinking in the wild (Dixon and Bond 1937) and in captivity
(Clark 1975), but not known if water is essential. 

Pattern: Found in open, treeless areas with elevated sites for perches, and dense
vegetation for roosting and nesting. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, circadian activity; mostly crepuscular, at night, and on cloudy
days. 



Seasonal Movements/Migration: Migrants usually arrive in California in September or 
October, and leave in April. Concentrates in winter in areas where prey is abundant, and 
snow cover is scant or absent (Bent 1938). 

Home Range: Pitelka et al. (1955a) estimated that density on tundra in Alaska varied from 
1.2 to 1.5 pair per km² (3-4 per mi²). 

Territory: On prairie marshland in Manitoba, breeding territory in 1969 averaged 0.7 km² 
(0.3 mi²), and varied from 0.2 to 1.0 km² (0.1 to 0.4 mi²) (n = 5) (Clark 1975). In Alaska, 
Pitelka et al. (1955b) reported minimum breeding territory of about 20 ha (50 ac). Territory 
may vary greatly in response to small mammal density (Clark 1975). 

Reproduction: Courtship consists of aerial displays and hooting (Pitelka et al. 1955a). 
Breeds from early March through July (Bent 1938). Clutch size 4-14 eggs, usually 5-7, and 
higher in years with high prey population. Eggs laid in April and May; incubated by female for 
21-28 days. Male brings food to female, which feeds and cares for semialtricial young. 
Fledging is at 31-36 days (Urner 1923). 

Niche: Predators include great horned owls (Hunt 1918, Killpack 1951), golden eagles 
(McGahan 1968), snowy owls (Murie 1929), and peregrine falcons (Sooter 1942). Small, 
predatory mammals and large reptiles may prey upon young and eggs. Competitors include 
northern harriers (Berger 1958), gulls (Fisler 1960), barn owls, and other large owls. 

REFERENCES 

Bent, A. C. 1938. Life histories of North American birds of prey. Part 2. U.S. Natl. Mus. Bull. 
170. 482pp. 

Berger, D. D. 1958. Marsh hawk takes prey from short-eared owl. Wilson Bull. 70:90. 
Bertrand, G. A., and J. M. Scott. 1979. Checklist of the birds of Oregon. Audubon Soc. of 

Corvallis. Corvallis, OR. 17pp. 
Clark, R. J. 1975. A field study of the short-eared owl, Asio flammeus (Pontoppidan), in 

North America. Wild. Monogr. No. 47. 67pp. 
Dixon, J. S., and R. M. Bond. 1937. Raptorial birds in the cliff areas of Lava Beds National 

Monument, California. Condor 39:97-102. 
Earhart, C. M., and N. K. Johnson. 1970. Size dimorphism and food habits of North 

American owls. Condor 72:251-264. 
Fisler, G. F. 1960. Changes in food habits of shorts-eared owls feeding in a salt marsh. 

Condor 62:486--487. 
Garrett, K., and J. Dunn. 1981. Birds of southern California. Los Angeles Audubon Soc. 

408pp. 
Grinnell, J., and A. H. Miller. 1944. The distribution of the birds of California. Pac. Coast 

Avifauna No. 27. 608pp. 
Guiguet, C. J. 1960. The Birds of British Columbia (7). The owls. Brit. Col. Prov. Mus., 

Vancouver. Handb. No. 18. 62pp. 
Holt, D. W. 1992. Notes on short-eared owl (Asio flammeus) nest sites, reproduction and 

territory size in coastal massachusettes. Can. Field-Nat. 106: 352-356. 
Holt, D. W., and S. M. Leasure. 1996. Short-eared owl (Asio flammeus). The birds of North 

America, No. 62 (A. Poole and F. Gill, eds.) Acad. Nat. Sci., Philadelphia, PA, Am. 
Ornithol. Union, Washignton DC. 

Hunt, R. 1918. The tragic addition of a new bird to the campus list. Condor 20:125-126. 
Johnston, R. F. 1956. Predation by short-eared owls on a salicornia salt marsh. Wilson Bull. 

68:91-102. 
Karalus, K. E., and A. W. Eckert. 1974. The owls of North America. Doubleday Co., Garden 

City, NY. 278pp. 
Killpack, M. L. 1951. Short-eared owl eaten by horned owl. Condor 53:262. 
McCaskie, G., P. De Benedictis, R. Erickson, and J. Morlan. 1988. Birds of northern 

California, an annotated field list. 2nd ed. Golden Gate Audubon Soc., Berkeley.

Reprinted with suppl. 108pp.




McGahan, J. 1968. Ecology of the golden eagle. Auk 85:1-12. 
Murie, O. J. 1929. Nesting of the snowy owl. Condor 31:3-12. 
Murray, G. A. 1976. Geographic variation in the clutch size of seven owl species. Auk 

93:602-613. 
Pitelka, F. A., P. Q. Tomich, and G. W. Treichel. 1955a. Breeding behavior of jaegers and 

owls near Barrow, Alaska. Condor 57:3-18. 
Pitelka, F. A., P. Q. Tomich, and G. W. Treichel. 1955b. Ecological relations of jaegers and 

owls as lemming predators near Barrow, Alaska. Ecol. Monogr. 25:85-117. 
Remsen, J. V., Jr. 1978. Bird species of special concern in California. Calif. Dep. Fish and 

Game, Sacramento. Wildl. Manage. Admin. Rep. No. 78-1. 54pp. 
Sooter, C. A. 1942. Habits of horned and short-eared owls. Condor 44:129. 
Townsend, C. W. 1937. Buteo lagopus S. Johannis (Gmelin): American rough-legged hawk. 

Pages 269-284 in A. C. Bent. Life histories of North American birds of prey. Part 1. U.S. 
Natl. Mus. Bull. No. 167. 409pp. 

Udvardy, M. D. F. 1977. The Audubon Society field guide to North American birds: western 
region. A. Knopf, New York. 855pp. 

Urner, C. A. 1923. Notes on the short-eared owl. Auk 40:30-36. 

B273 
Life history accounts for species in the California Wildlife Habitat Relationships (CWHR) System were originally published in: 
Zeiner, D.C., W.F.Laudenslayer, Jr., K.E. Mayer, and M. White, eds. 1988-1990. California's Wildlife. Vol. I-III. California Depart. 
of Fish and Game, Sacramento, California. Updates are noted in accounts that have been added or edited since original publication. 




